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PHRASEOLOGICAL UNITS - “A THORN IN THE SIDE” OR “ICING 
ON THE CAKE” FOR FOREIGN LANGUAGES LEARNERS? 
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B. Ivanova 
Faculty of Philology, State University "Goce Delcev" Stip (MACEDONIA) 
Abstract 
Phraseological units are a specific group of lexical items that have recently been at the core of the 
research of many linguists around the world. The interest in their research from different points of view 
leads us to ask ourselves the question what lexical category they actually are. While researching this 
topic, we came across two different points of view: some scholars c linguists consider them "A THORN 
IN THE SIDE " and others "ICING ON THE CAKE".  
That is why we set ourselves the goal of doing research that will refer to exactly this category of lexical 
items and which, by summarizing the results of the prepared questionnaires, will give us a modest 
explanation of this puzzle of ours, which has been challenging us for a long time. So, our idea is to use 
previously prepared questionnaires containing 10 practical exercises with phraseological units; these 
exercises should be completed by circling, matching, or supplementing. These questionnaires will be 
used to survey the third- and fourth-year students studying German, English, and Italian as foreign 
languages, and, of course Macedonian as their mother tongue, at the Faculty of Philology at the 
University "Goce Delcev" - Stip, the Republic of North Macedonia. About 50 students from the third and 
fourth year of study in the listed languages will be included, who we believe have mastered the foreign 
language at a higher level, which of course includes a good knowledge of the stated target category of 
phraseological units. We believe that this modest linguistic research of ours will be of great benefit, first 
of all, to us, teachers, in order to get information from the students on how to approach teaching 
phraseological units and how to more easily bring them closer to our target group, students- philologists 
from the Faculty of Philology at UGD-Stip, and to encourage them to use these correctly and to a greater 
extent in their written and oral communication, i.e. to raise the level of knowledge of the language they 
are studying through the use of a greater number of phraseological units. In short, we aim to point out 
that phraseological units are not A THORN IN THE SIDE, but, on the contrary, language ornaments or 
ICING ON THE CAKE, and we would be able to do that after receiving feedback from students - their 
attitudes towards this specific lexical category. We hope that with this research we will give a new 
direction to the thinking of young linguists and all language lovers in general. 
Keywords: phraseological units, lexical items, language decorations. 
1 INTRODUCTION 
All languages include great wealth of tradition that is passed on from a father to a son, from one 
generation to another, in order to preserve the authenticity of a language as it is the case with these 
foreign languages and our mother tongue, the Macedonian language. Great part of this traditional wealth 
are the phraseological units that are used daily and mostly subconsciously, without analyzing and 
thinking deeply about their figurative nature. Language learners often find these units difficult, precisely 
due to their specific form, but at the same time they are found attractive to learn and use them. This 
situation often creates the dilemma whether language learners should see them as an obstacle in the 
process of acquisition of a foreign language, or a challenge. 
This paper will point out the importance of the knowledge of phraseological units in order to communicate 
freely in the foreign language i.e., in German, English and Italian by directing the attention for this specific 
lexical unit to the foreign language teachers as well as the students from the departments for language 
teaching at the departments of English, German and Italian at the Faculty of Philology at the University 
"Goce Delchev" – Stip, Republic of North Macedonia. With the results of this modest research, a real 
picture is created regarding the phraseological units, their importance and their meaning in the process 
of acquisition of foreign languages as well as their role in the same process i.e., are they seen as 
obstacles, or metaphorically A THORN IN THE SIDE, or are they perceived as decoration or an ICING 
ON THE CAKE.  






Therefore, our idea is to survey third- and fourth year students studying German, English, and Italian as 
foreign languages, and, of course Macedonian as our mother tongue, at the Faculty of Philology at the 
University "Goce Delchev" - Shtip, the Republic North Macedonia by using prepared questionnaires 
containing around 10 practical exercises with phraseological units varying from multiple choice, 
matching and completing with an answer.  
The participants are around 50 students from third- and fourth year of their studies in the mentioned 
languages and as such are expected to have knowledge of a more advanced level of the language they 
study and understanding of the targeted category called phraseological units. This modest linguistic 
research is expected to be of great use to the teachers as ourselves since it will provide data from 
students regarding the approach to phraseological units and the ways in which we can more easily bring 
this unit to them as our target group, students-philologists at the Faculty of Philology at the University 
"Goce Delchev" – Stip and to encourage them in the right manner so they would use them more often 
in their written and spoken communication i.e., to use these units in order to improve the language they 
study. In other words, the aim that is anticipated to be achieved is that the phraseological units are not 
A THORN IN THE SIDE but completely the opposite, they are the decorations and the beauty of a 
language or ICING ON THE CAKE, and that can be achieved with the results and data collected from 
the students and their attitude towards this specific lexical unit called phraseological units. Our hope is 
that this research will evoke a new way of thinking of the young linguists and the language lovers in 
general.   
There is a perspective where the focus is put on the lexicon of the language, not grammar and the 
supporters of this perspective defend the claim that especially in the process of teaching and language 
acquisition, the central part of a language is its vocabulary, which then follows the rules of the grammar. 
Thus, the focus should be on teaching and acquiring vocabulary. This is known as a lexical approach, 
which is a change of focus in language teaching, from grammar to vocabulary, as ‘language consists 
not of traditional grammar and vocabulary, but often of multi-word prefabricated chunks’ Lewis (1997). 
The chunks that Lewis mentions are the lexical units of our interest i.e., idiomatic expressions, 
collocations, fixed and semi-fixed expressions. These fixed expressions are also referred as formulaic 
language. Schmitt (2000) further claims ‘Formulaic language occupies a crucial role in facilitating 
language; it is the key to fluency and motivates the learner’. Idioms are seen as an important lexical 
creation and phenomenon and as such, the mastery of these multi-word chunks implies mastery of the 
foreign language. This only proves the importance of these expressions and the degree to which the 
knowledge and command of these lexical creations for any language learner can only certify a good 
command of the language they learn, regardless of their need i.e., to translate, to teach to communicate.  
2 RESEARCH QUESTIONS  
The point of this research was to provide answers to these questions, which on their own, represent the 
dilemmas of any language learner. They are as follow: 
1 Do the students, in their third- or fourth year of studies, know or recognize these specific lexical 
categories known as phraseological units?  
2 Do the students, as philologists, consider the phraseological units as tools to represent a higher 
level of foreign language mastery?  
3 Do the students consider the phraseological units to be A THORN IN THE SIDE or an ICING ON 
THE CAKE?   
The data received of this research is expected to be of great use and importance for the teaching 
process in foreign language acquisition, important for us as teachers and finally important for the 
students that will be future foreign language teachers and the ones to invite and welcome changes in 
society.   
2.1 Hypothesis  
1 The more the students acknowledge the existence and importance of the phraseological units, 
the more they would consider them an ICING ON THE CAKE.  
2 The use of the phraseological units by the language learners increases the level of mastery of the 




3 METHODOLOGY  
Research Methodology consists of research approach, research type, tools and subjects. The present 
research paper followed only qualitative approaches. The research type is exploratory research.  
3.1 Participants 
This research included 65 students in total, 45 of whom were third- and fourth-year students from the 
department of English language and literature, 10 students from the department of German language 
and literature and 10 students from the department of Italian language and literature. The research 
included only third- and fourth-year students as they are expected to be on a more advanced level. The 
students were predominately female, but that data was not considered in this research. The participants 
were at the ages between 20 to 23 which also implies they are active users of foreign languages and 
not restricted only to the one they study. The questionnaires were prepared and the survey was 
conducted by their language teachers in the courses of Contemporary English/ German and Italian in 
the third and fourth year i.e., in the 5, 6, 7 or 8 semester of their study cycles. At these stages the 
students are constantly exposed to lexical units of this kind as they are frequently used in their classes. 
The aim of this researched is to determine the attitudes of the students for this very specific lexical unit 
called phraseological units i.e., to determine the degree to which these units are accepted, or they are 
ignored during the process of the foreign language acquisition. Third- and fourth-year students in the 
mentioned departments have constant input of phraseological units in their classes in Contemporary 
English/ German and Italian as these courses represent practical tutorials, exercises and acquisition of 
the communications skills, vocabulary, and grammar. This research is aimed to create a better 
understanding of the attitude of the students and learn if they are seen as difficulty or pleasure in the 
process of learning and practicing them for proper use. 
3.2 Instrument and Procedure 
The participants were presented with tests, each including 10 questions all related with phraseological 
units in the language they study and were given 45 minutes to complete the test electronically and to 
return it back to the teacher. The testing process was conducted via Microsoft Teams. The first exercise 
was multiple-choice which included 4 questions with 4 possible solutions. The second exercise included 
4 phraseological units and the participants were instructed to complete sentences with the correct 
phraseological unit, while the third one included 4 phraseological units and the participants were 
required to provide a translation in Macedonian. The fourth exercise included four sayings/ proverbs in 
the language they study and the participant were required to provide an equivalent in Macedonian. The 
fifth exercise contained 5 comparative phraseological units that needed to be completed with offered 
lexemes. The sixth exercise included six sample sentences with gaps where an appropriate 
phraseological unit needed to be inserted, whereas in the seventh exercise there was a text where 9 
phraseological units that needed to be found and marked and the eighth exercise was the same text as 
in the seventh exercise but the text there included no phraseological units and there the participants 
needed to say which one they found more likeable, the one in the seventh exercise with phraseological 
units or the one in exercise eight with no phraseological units. The nineth exercise had a total of two 
sentences and the students here were asked to identify which of the two sentences had figurative/ 
phraseological/ metaphoric meaning and which one had only literal meaning. The tenth exercise 
included 4 rather popular sayings or proverbs in the language they study, only this time they were 
required to complete the gaps without the missing lexemes being offered. 
4 RESULTS 
The questionnaire with 10 questions with phraseological units in the foreign language the participants 
study in their undergraduate studies was completed by 65 students, 45 of whom are students at the 
department of English language and literature, 10 from the German department and 10 from the Italian 
department. Table 1 provides a clear image of the attitude of the students towards this specific lexical 
unit, called phraseological units. The table summarizes the responses of the students from the 
department of English language and literature (E), the students from the department of German 
language and literature (G) and the students from the department of Italian language and literature (I) 
divided into correct and partly incorrect responses. Under correct responses is considered the maximum 
total of points for the question from 1 to 10, whereas the partly incorrect are the responses that include 




Table 1. Students’ responses.  
Question 
no. E. correct 
E. Partly 
incorrect G. correct 
G. Partly 
incorrect I. correct 
I. Partly 
incorrect 
1 38 7 9 1 7 3 
2 13 32 8 2 10 0 
3 19 26 6 4 6 4 
4 11 34 7 3 10 0 
5 37 8 8 2 10 0 
6 17 28 6 4 7 3 
7 39 6 8 2 10 0 
8 39 6 8 2 10 0 
9 30 15 8 2 10 0 
10 22 23 8 2 6 4 
Total  265 185 76 24 86 14 
Table 1 shows a clear picture of the knowledge and the recognition of the phraseological units in the 
foreign language at the department the students come from and it gives a confirmative answer to the 
research question which said: 
1 Do the students, in their third- or fourth year of studies, know or recognize these specific lexical 
categories known as phraseological units?  
The answer is that the students- philologists do know and recognize these specific lexical units 
which is further confirmed with the omission of the third graph and lack of 100% incorrect answers. 
The students from the department of English language and literature had 265 correct answers 
out of the total 450 and 185 partly incorrect, while the students from the department of German 
language and literature had 76 correct out of 100 and 24 partly incorrect, and with the students 
from the department of Italian language and literature there is a similar situation with 86 correct 
out of 100 and 14 partly incorrect.  
2 Do the students, as philologists, consider the phraseological units as tools to represent a higher 
level of foreign language mastery?  
The answer to this question, given as a research question, was received in exercises 7 and 8 of 
the test where 39 out of 45 English language students said that the text which included 
phraseological units was more appealing compared to the text from exercise 8 which had no such 
units. The situation with the students from the department of German language and literature is 
very similar and here 8 of the participants preferred the text from exercise 7 with the 
phraseological units and 2 liked the text without these units better. All students from the 
department of Italian language and literature we received answered that the one with 
phraseological units is more appealing. In conclusion, 63 of the students- philologists preferred a 
text with phraseological units compared to the 14 that liked the one without better.   
3 Do the students consider the phraseological units to be A THORN IN THE SIDE or an ICING ON 
THE CAKE?   
The answers of the previous two research questions, to great extend provide an answer to this 
last research question that has the core meaning. In the response where we received 265 correct 
answers out of 450 and 185 partly incorrect, with the students of German language 76 correct out 
of 100 and 24 partly incorrect and finally with the students of Italian language with a very similar 
situation with 86 correct and just 14 partly incorrect out of the 100 and then the responses with 
the majority of students of English and German language preferring the text with phraseological 
units to the one without and all students of Italian opting for the text with phraseological units too, 
gave a clear answer that the students- philologists consider phraseological units an ICING ON 





As a final conclusion to this research we perceive the positive attitude received by the students that 
study philology in their undergraduate studies and in their final years at the departments of English/ 
German or Italian language and literature, and it was confirmed that these students do not only know 
but they also recognize these specific lexical units called phraseological units. This confirmed also that 
the students see phraseological units as decorations of a language or as metaphorically described here 
as an ICING ON THE CAKE. These lexical units represent the great wealth of tradition and culture that 
is passed on from one generation to another. These lexical units are creations that best illustrate the life 
and mentality of a nation while at the same time illustrate the folk wisdom and the philosophy of the 
nation. 
The research conducted in English, German and Italian has great significance for all included foreign 
languages, since there is not much data received on this topic so far. With this research, the initial 
anticipation was to detect the phraseological units as separate lexical units, but with the received data 
we came across a number of interesting variations of responses and finally drew the conclusion that 
despite the diversity in the languages and the different families they belong to, the phraseological units 
have one mission in common and that is to transfer and present to the world the linguistic and cultural 
wealth of a nation.  
The purpose of this paper is also to motivate; both teachers but mostly the students, that will be future 
teachers of foreign languages, to comprehend the great significance of the phraseological units and to 
implement them in their classrooms, to dedicate more attention to these lexical creations that will 
inevitably result in better, easier and more complete acquisition of the targeted foreign languages. The 
importance of phraseology is immense also for the students of Macedonian language and it is crucial to 
include them in their teaching processes too in order to prepare their students to be eloquent and 
capable to conduct successful communication with the native speakers in English, German and Italian.  
It is our belief that this data, which came as a result of the analysis, was conducted based on the material 
from the questionnaires, and these results cannot be accepted as final and complete, but only as 
relevant results that can serve as a foundation for further phraseological and paremiological research 
and deeper analyses.  
We are certain and grateful to the future interested scientists that will continue to further and more thoroughly 
research into phraseology and paremiology, as these are fields of linguistics with so much to offer.  
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